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Amanda Hill, a Green Light Black Futures member, holds up a sign at a Sept. 2019
direct action protest—a Black Brunch action—to raise awareness about PGL and
pressure businesses not to participate. Photo: Green Light Black Futures Coalition.
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IntRoDucTion
Detroiters want to feel
safe in their homes,
their neighborhoods,
and while moving
through the city.
Surveillance technologies
like Project Green Light,
ShotSpotter, Ring doorbells,
and more policing can
sometimes make Detroiters
feel safer, but surveillance
does not reduce “crime”
in the city. Surveillance
technology does not prevent
violence or threats to
personal safety and property,
and it deprives communities
of resources that could
address these problems at
their roots. Defining safety
only in terms of “crime”
does not include all of the

ways that Black life, people,
communities, and spaces are
threatened and harmed by
surveillance and policing.
For decades, disinvestment,
suburbanization, white flight,
neighborhood demolitions,
and other drivers of systemic
racism have drained the
resources needed to create
a safe, healthy, and thriving
city for all Detroiters.
Unemployment, underfunded
schools, foreclosures and
evictions, water shutoffs,
shuttered community and
recreation centers, and closed
healthcare facilities have
destabilized neighborhoods
and contributed to vacant
blocks, interpersonal
violence, uneven access to
basic necessities within
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communities, and further
disinvestment. But instead of
reinvesting in real sources
of public safety like housing,
education, healthcare,
employment, infrastructure
and job training, the city
has increasingly turned to
policing and surveillance.
Police surveillance
technologies like cameras,
facial recognition software,
and data monitoring have
historically been used by
people in power to protect
their property and status by
containing and controlling
Black and brown people.
Since the election of Detroit’s
current mayor, Mike Duggan,
the first white Mayor of the
US’s largest majority-Black
city in over forty years,
massive investments have
been made annually to fund
the Detroit Police Department
(DPD) and expand the city’s
surveillance systems. This
surveillance technology is
used not only by the DPD, but
also by a vast network of
government agencies and
private companies. History
has shown that forms of
technology that criminalize
communities will not prevent
violence or create a culture
of safety, despite what
police departments and city
councils promise.
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In October of 2018, the
Detroit chapter of the
national organization
Black Youth Project 100
(BYP100) launched a
campaign to challenge the
recent expansion of police
surveillance through Project
Green Light, the city’s publicprivate business partnership
program. Months later,
the campaign turned into
Green Light Black Futures
(GLBF), a Black-centered
coalition dedicated to fighting
against the use of hypersurveillance, over-policing,
and facial recognition
technology in Detroit.
The coalition, led by young,
queer Black members
launched a city-wide call
to shift the responsibility
of safety: into the hands of
community members, and out
of the hands of the Detroit
Police Department and the
Project Green Light program.
Between 2019 and 2021,
GLBF built a coalition of local
and national organizations,
individuals, and community
members, who mobilized
neighbors, created media
to shift harmful pro-Project
Green Light narratives, and
hosted community events,
trainings and workshops
about safety, justice, and
abolition across Detroit.

cRiMinAlizing
CoMmUnitiEs
ISn’t SafEtY
Forms of
technology that
criminalize
communities
will not prevent
violence or create
a culture of safety.
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Green Light Black Futures members march through Corktown in Sept. 2019 for
Black Brunch direct action. Organizers entered participating businesses with
signs and leaflets to speak with proprietors and customers. Photo: Green Light
Black Futures Coalition.

From 2019 until 2021,
GLBF designed and disseminated a Community
Safety Survey, which was
distributed by members at
community events, through
door knocking and street
canvassing, and digitally
through an online survey
link. It aimed to gather
community opinions,
document community
members’ experiences of the
use and effects of Project
Green Light, and to share
understandings of safety
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across Detroit’s neighborhoods. Responses contributed
to the survey are compiled
in this report alongside
research and analysis of
local policy, budgetary
and political contexts, and
histories of surveillance
and resistance to pervasive
policing in Detroit. The
coalition is no longer
organizing together today,
though many past members
continue to be dedicated to
and engaged in abolitionist
projects and organizing.

Report Objectives

This report was
created to center the
knowledge, opinions,
and expertise of
Detroiters through
sharing the results
of GLBF’s Community
Safety Survey, and as
a response to the lack
of community input
Detroit residents have
had about the sweeping
use of surveillance
technologies in the city.
While community organizations, activists, and residents
have consistently uplifted
community concerns about
surveillance, past evaluations
by the Detroit Board of Police
Commissioners (DBOPC)
and the Detroit City Council
have not comprehensively
addressed or incorporated
community members’ understandings of safety. The

only external evaluation to
date of PGL’s effectiveness
at providing safety, “Project
Greenlight Detroit: Evaluation
Report” (2020), was written
by faculty in the Department
of Criminology at Michigan
State University, many of
whom are former law enforcement personnel. These evaluations have largely excluded
the experiences of long-term
Detroiters and community
activists.
By presenting and contextualizing the results of the
Community Safety Survey, in
combination with additional
research and interviews with
organizers and community
members in 2020-22, this
report is intended to inform
our actions as neighbors,
the decisions we make
together about safety in our
communities, and to educate
elected and paid officials who
make decisions about policing
and the use of surveillance
technology in the city.
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A bRieF HisTory
of ProJecT
GrEen LiGhT
The origins of PGL can
be traced back to the
period of emergency
management in Detroit
(2013-2014).
In response to a financial
crisis in Detroit caused by
decades of systemic racism,
Gov. Rick Snyder suspended
democracy and appointed
Kevyn Orr as Emergency
Manager with autocratic
control of the city. Orr
infamously used his power to
declare bankruptcy on behalf
of the city over the objection
of residents, activists, and
officials. One of his first moves
was to appoint James Craig as
police chief in 2013.
Under Craig’s leadership,
DPD expanded its surveillance
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system to make the city
attractive to investors. In
collaboration with wealthy
downtown moguls like Dan
Gilbert (Quicken Loans/
Bedrock), the Ilitch family
(Little Caesars), DTE, and
General Motors, Craig
spearheaded the creation of
a state-of-the-art command
center for DPD’s surveillance
and intelligence operations
called the Real Time Crime
Center (RTCC). Over the
next five years, the RTCC
grew from four intelligence
consoles with twenty-six
staff members to a 9,000
square-foot command center
with two satellite locations. It
also laid the groundwork for
cooperation with county, state,
and federal law enforcement.
While the RTCC was being
built, DPD launched PGL.
In January 2016, while the
RTCC was being built, DPD
launched PGL by installing

BlaCk coMmuniTieS, whO haVe
beEn unDer-ResoUrcEd aNd
iGnoreD foR dEcadeS wAnT to
Be sEen, NoT wAtchEd.
Tawana Petty

high-definition cameras at
eight gas stations, which
streamed live video footage
to the RTCC. Participating
businesses purchased
high definition cameras,
high-speed internet, PGL
signage, window decals,
and a flashing green light to
advertise their participation
in the program. In exchange,
DPD promised to “virtually
patrol” partner locations,
increase patrol visits, monitor
incidents on camera feeds,
and give priority response
time for 9-1-1 calls. Receiving
priority response to 9-1-1
calls in exchange for 24/7
surveillance footage was an
attractive proposition for
some in a city with notoriously
slow emergency response
times. This pay-to-play
system has sold promises of
protection to those who can
afford it, and incentivized the
continuous monitoring of

Detroiters. As of July 2022,
PGL has grown to over 800
businesses, apartment
buildings, churches,
healthcare offices, and other
commercial and buildings and
corridors across the city.
The growth of PGL and
expansion of Detroit’s
surveillance system through
the use of facial recognition
technology, gunshot detection
systems, and data analytics
software has come amidst
national protests against police
violence and systemic racism.
Detroiters have consistently
raised concerns about the
impacts of police surveillance
on Black communities in the
city as part of this national
struggle. In the words of
veteran organizer Tawana
Petty, “Black communities,
who have been underresourced and ignored for
decades, want to be seen,
not watched.”
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SURVEILLANCE
LOOKS LIKE

DPD regularly brings
implements of
war—tanks, body armor,
helicopters, tear gas—into neighborhoods.

of ShotSpotter
alerts fail to
identify gunrelated incidents

89%

casts a vast, pervasive, predatory web

sources
feed into
the city’s
surveillance
infrastructure,
as well

Beyond green
lights at gass
stations,
many other

Facial recognition technology
often misidentiﬁes people,
especially Black faces. Just
ask Robert Williams, who was
wrongfully arrested by DPD in
2020 because of a faulty facial
recognition match.

THINK AGAIN
But it does rob
Detroiters of
privacy, rights,
freedoms, and
public funding that
could actually
cultivate safety.

residents’
private
surveillance
systems

Shot
Spotter
devices

corporate
surveillance
systems

a TiMeLINe
of pRoJEcT
GrEeN LiGhT
Connect the black dots
chronologically to
complete the timeline.
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gLbF
coMmUNitY
safeTy SuRvEy
The Green Light Black
Futures Coalition
Community Safety
Survey was developed
by the Committee for
Action, Research &
Education (CARE) Team
in the fall of 2019.
Coalition members developed
questions about what
Detroiters prioritized most
on topics of personal and
community safety, community
members’ knowledge of
Project Green Light, and
how Detroiters organize for
safety in their communities.
Over the course of two years
(2019-2020), physical copies
of the survey were distributed through canvassing
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outreach and street teams,
and collected at every action
and event organized by the
coalition. Links to the online
survey were also distributed
and results collected during
this time.
Through our analysis of
survey responses, we
found that 35% of the
respondents identified as
Black or African-American,
and 84% of those who took
the survey lived within the
city of Detroit. Because
of the widespread reach
of the survey online and
the number of people
who lived beyond the city
limits and were actively
engaged during and after
2020’s uprisings, 14% of
the opinions represented in

SWANA
+ Arab

MultiRacial

4%

6%
Black +
African
Diaspora

2%

Latinx

6%

33%

Asian

2%

Indigenous to
Turtle Island

1%

Other

46%

4

White

Participants Did
Not Respond

Because we know that these figures do not proportionally reflect Detroit’s demographics, we have centered the responses of Black Detroiters in the quotes that are
highlighted in this report.

survey responses were from
people who lived outside of
the city of Detroit.
This survey reveals
community perceptions of
safety at the personal, neighborhood and community, and

civic levels. It shows that to
community members, safety
means having control over
our environments, and the
freedom to move through
them without the threat of
harm to us or our loved ones.
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SaFeTY is
FrEedOm fRom
BoDiLY hArM
aND viOlEnCe
What does safety
mean to you?

177 reSpoNses



6

freedom from
violence
14

11



freedom of
movement
and mobility



26
20



freedom from
the threat of
physical harm

freedom from
fear within a
given space
15

Many respondents also
emphasized freedom of
movement and mobility as
important for feeling safe.
They describe that having
choice, freedom, and control
over how they move through
their immediate environment
is essential to feeling safe,
especially for those with
marginalized identities of race,
gender, and/or queerness.

sAfetY
is
“pErSoNAl
DiStanCE fRom
a LiKeliHood of
BeComiNg tHe
VicTim oF a VioLent
CriMe...inCludIng
PoLiCE bRuTaliTy.”
Survey Respondent
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SaFety mEaNs
fReEdom FroM being
“kiLled, AtTacked,
rObbEd, foLlowEd,
WatCHed.”
Survey Respondent

“SafEty MeaNs
BeinG fRee to CoME
and Go AnD WalK
My NeiGhborHoOd
wiThOut Fear of
BeiNg bOtHereD,
hArRassEd,
As sA u lT e d ,
AccUsEd, mAdE to
FeEL LiKe I Don’T
BeLong bY Anyone.”

SafETY MeANs
“FrEEDoM aNd
PeACe of MiND for
All kIndS of PeopLe
iN All KinDs oF
SpacEs.”
Survey Respondent

Survey Respondent
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What does safety mean to you?

“BeING AblE To ReLY On
NeIGHborS anD frIenDs foR HelP
WhEn NeEdEd, hAvINg a PlAcE To
sLeEP, EaT, go To tHe BathRoOm.
NoT BeINg NeAR, QueStionEd
By oR WatCHed BY PolICe,
kNowINg ArOUnd Me thAt tHe
YouNg PeopLe, HoMeLess PeopLe,
SpaniSh SpeaKinG PeoPlE ArE
NoT GoiNG tO Be MeSsEd wIth By
PolIcE, FeElINg CoMForTabLE
to Say Hi to People WalKiNG By.”
Survey Respondent

18

rElYInG on
Fr iE N D s
and FamiLy,
Not PolICe
19

What does safety mean to you?

“SafEtY to Me MeAns StaY[inG]
SeClUDed fRom PoTentiaL
DanGErs aRouNd me. AnD
LeaRnIng PrEventiOns tO
SiTuatiOns tHat OthErs gO
ThRougH oN a DaiLy BasIs.
stAyINg As dIScreEt aS PosSiblE
iN AttEmptS to Not AtTraCt
Any unWanTed or UnWarRanTed
AttEntioN fRom ThE PoLicE...

20

...nOt BeCauSe I HavE seCrEts.
BuT BeCauSe I Don’T WanT To PuT
MyselF in Any SitUatioNs I’VE seEn
in mY lIfe FRom OthErs. SafEty
MeanS DoInG EverYthiNg leGal
anD ProPerly ArMing yOurSelf
bEcauSe At ThE End of ThE Day a
SurVeillAnCE CamERa iSn’t goIng
To HelP At ThAt ExacT MomEnt
When I doN’T FeEl SafE.”
Survey Respondent
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PolIce mAkE BaD
siTuAtioNs WorSe
In our survey, community
members discussed varied
reasons for calling the police.

If you don’t
call the police,
why not? What
do you do
instead?

144 reSpoNses

PoLicE ResPonSe
cauSes unEcesSary
anxiEty, UnSafetY,
viOlenCe, and
diStrUst
22

pOliCe oFfer
liTtlE heLp anD
oFteN EscAlAte
thE SiTuatIon

If you do call
the police,
what reasons
might you
call in for?

116 reSpoNses

47

%

47

%

35

HEALTH +
MEDICAL
EMERGENCIES

GUN
VIOLENCE

%

PROPERTY
RELATED
CRIMES

34

%

CARJACKINGS

27

%

DOMESTIC
VIOLENCE
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If you do not call the police, why not?
What do you do instead?

“pOliCe EscAlAte
NoN ViolEnt CalLs.

alL poLiCe Don’T ProtEct anD
SerVe. moSt HaRaSs aNd onE
caR maY Be Called bUt thEir
PartnErs mAy JuSt swIng [by]
bEcaUse theY’rE BorEd anD
HarAss InNocenT PeopLe. FlAsh
TheiR High BeaM FlashLighT
iNto OnCominG CarS. Most
ImPortantLy thEy Don’T CoME
ImmeDiately ThEy TakE HouRs To
ComE OuT To [a] cAll.”
Survey Respondent
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If you don’t
call the police,
why not? What
do you do
instead?

144 reSpoNses
These responses
all show the
importance of
strengthening
alternative
resources within
communities.

21

%

22

%
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NEIGHBORS +
COMMUNITY
RESOURCES

MENTAL
HEALTH /
SOCIAL
WORKERS/
FAMILY OR
FRIENDS

%

DE-ESCALATING BY
THEMSELVES
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If you do not call the police, why not?
What do you do instead?

“I lIvE In A MajorItY BlAck NeighBorhooD
anD I doN’t TruSt RaciSt coPs noT tO Use
viOlence siNce thAt seEms to Be theIr
OnlY solUtiOn. InStead thEre haVe beEn
muLtiPle tiMEs whEn I’ve relied oN taLkiNG
to neighBors facE to FacE or UsinG oUr
comBineD SkilLsets as A blOck to soLve
ProBlemS anD ConFlicts whEn thEy arIse,
lIke whEn a neighBor’s acQuaintaNce sTole
ouR prIde FlaG, or When wE FounD An
AbanDoneD Car BlocKinG oUR DrivewaY anD
wE worRied ThE DriveR waS in Danger.

boTh SituatioNs wEre
ResolVed anD ProvIded
oPporTuniTies
to
StreNgthen ComMunity

BecAusE wE ReiterAted iN ConveRsatioNs
wiTh NeigHbors tHat We Don’T CalL tHe
PoliCe UnLess somEonE iS SeriouSlY
InJured, DyiNg, oR deAd.”
Survey Respondent
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Detroit’s communities
have consistently fought
back against police
violence and worked
to create alternative
forms of safety.
During the national Black
Lives Matter movement,
organizations like GLBF and
Detroit Will Breathe (DWB) took
these concerns to the streets,
neighborhoods, and City Hall
to demand safety from police
violence for Detroiters.
DWB emerged following the
police murder of George
Floyd in 2020, marching for
over a year to demand the
defunding and demilitarization
of DPD, ending Project Green
Light and facial recognition,
and reinvesting in housing,
water, healthcare, and
disability justice as pillars of
safe communities.
Over the past several years,
organizations like the Detroit
Safety Team (DST) and Metro
Detroit Restorative Justice
Network (MDRJN) have
responded to community
needs by creating ways to
keep communities safe that
do not rely on policing. DST
offers training services in
Safety Training, Community
Building, and Restorative
Processes. DST is also

building a City-Wide Safety
Team through its Neighborhood Fellowship Program,
which brings together
cohorts of city residents to
receive training in mediation,
intervention, and de-escalation
practices through restorative
justice programs.
MDRJN, a project of the Detroit
Justice Center, advocates for
expanded access to restorative justice, and promotes
it as a viable alternative to
punitive justice, one that
centers the needs of those
impacted by harm. MDRJN is
developing a Community-Based
Restorative Justice Toolkit to
be used by local communities,
faith groups, direct service
providers, and local community
organizers/activists.

“emphasizes bringing
together everyone
affected by wrongdoing
to address needs and
responsibilities and to
heal the harm to relationships and community, to
the degree possible.”
Fania E. Davis, Race and
Restorative Justice
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If you do not call the police, why not?
What do you do instead?

“thE PolICe AlMosT NEver HelP...
thEy Don’T ReSolVE CaseS or Do Any
inVestigAtiOn. anD i’vE beEn StoPpeD
foR WalKing whilE BlacK sO ManY
tiMEs i JusT Don’t trUst thEm. soMe
IsSues i’Ve haD aRe Not iMporTant
enOUgh tO worRy aBout. LiKE GetTing
SomEthinG StolEn. oTheR tiMEs
whEn peOplE arE MisSing I juSt CalL
ArouNd foR Them, i.E. HosPitalS oR
jaiL. And i’Ve GotTen in BetweEn FolkS
fiGhtIng BefoRe. ThErE wAs a TiMe
When I’d thrEateN to Call thE CoPs to
Get pEoplE to StoP FigHtinG wiThouT
EvEr inTendiNg tO caLl, buT I doN’t dO
tHat anyMorE.”
Survey Respondent
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pOlICe
alMosT
nEvEr
HelP
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sAfETy
ComEs fRom
iNteRpersOnaL
relaTioNShips aNd
coMmuniTy
Interpersonal
relationships allow
community members
to look after one
another, and to count
on each other when
they need support.
Residents describe
that being known,
seen and understood
is the opposite of
police surveillance.
Specifically, safety
means “knowing that
folks are looking out
for me,” as opposed
to “being watched
through surveillance.”
30

This is safety that comes
from the community itself,
through community-based
care. The importance of
community institutions
for safety has shaped the
approach of organizations
like the Detroit Coalition
Against Police Brutality
(DCAPB) and their Peace
Zones 4 Life (PZ4L) program.
PZ4L creates community-based approaches to
safety and the prevention of
police violence by de-escalating conflicts and developing
community institutions
to create “self-sustaining
communities” which promote
safety and prevent “crime.”
Creating Peace Zones
begins with an assessment
of challenges, needs,

What does safety mean to you?

“HavIng a nEtwoRk
oF PeopLe nEar mE
thAt I cAn trUst If
I NeeD hElP...

sAfetY iS noT FeEliNG IsoLateD...pEopLe
whO hAve YoUr BacK anD WiLl TakE YoU
iN WhEn You nEed SomeThing—lIke When
You’Re afRaid or sIck oR hUngrY. It’S
KnowIng thE PeopLe ArouNd YoU AnD
ThaT thEy Care aBouT yOuR Well-bEinG
anD gRowth anD YoU Feel tHe SamE abOuT
TheM (AnD YoU’d HaVe thEir Back, Too).
tHe PrOxImIty thIng Is imPortaNt.”
Survey Respondent
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What does safety
mean to you?

177 reSpoNses

mUtuAl AiD

knOwInG, TrUstiNg, and beinG
loOked oUt foR by nEigHboRs

and opportunities in the
community, through which
leaders and organizers are
identified. The practice of
de-escalation and mediation
are carried out at conflict
resolution centers in neutral
places (like churches and
community centers), while
groups of young folks are
trained to keep the peace in
the community. PZ4L incorporates art and storytelling
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projects to chronicle
neighborhood challenges and
celebrate community heroes
to “connect individuals and
catalyze change.” The concept
of Peace Zones, organizer
Shea Howell explained to us,
shifts conversations away
from control and punishment
to drawing from community
traditions to “create peaceful
relationships among us.”

What makes you feel safe in your
neighborhood?

“mE KnoWinG
ThE peOpLe iN My
coMmuniTy maKes
mE feEl SafEr

thAn otHer PlacEs beCauSe You
hAve pEopLe nOt ConNecteD
to Me oR my faMily iN any waY
thAt wAtcheD mE grOw [as A]
KiD...KnowIng thAt thErE isn’T
hEavy PolIce prEsenCe aT thE
BusInesS i Go to oN a Day to
Day baSis aND thAt I kNOw thE
coMmUniTy aRounD Me.”
Survey Respondent
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Detroit Coalition Against Police Brutality organizer Sandra Hines (left) sits with
children and organizer Kim Redigan (right) during a Peace Zones 4 Life event at
Feedom Freedom Growers in 2016. Photo: Zak Rosen/Michigan Radio.
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CoMmuniTy
inFraStruCtuRes BuIld
rElAtiOnShips aNd saFe
neIghBorHooDs

97

%

83

%

Community members
highlighted the importance
of physical and social
infrastructures in supporting
safety, by allowing community
members to use shared spaces,
and by helping interpersonal
relationships to grow.

What groups of
people, resources,
and/or services
contribute to
the safety you
feel in your
neighborhood?
173 reSpoNses

NEIGHBORS

36

PARKS
+ PLAYGROUNDS

70

%

69

%

68

%

67

%

40

STREET
LIGHTS

CMTY
FARMS +
GARDENS

SMALL
BUSINESSES

BLOCK
CLUBS

%

HEALTHCARE
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Community members widely
named streetlights as an
essential component of
safe environments, with
the majority (144, 83.2%)
including basic lighting
infrastructure as critical

What groups of
people, resources,
and/or services
contribute to
the safety you
feel in your
neighborhood?
173 reSpoNses
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for neighborhood safety.
Community members
describe that streetlights
and porch lights encourage
communication and relationships with neighbors, which
is essential for safety.
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A bench and stencils created for the Green Chairs Not Green Lights campaign,
August 2020. Photo: Rebecca Smith.

In the same way that lighting
helps community members to
feel safe in their environment,
the Green Chairs Not Green
Lights project uses the
design and placement of
chairs and benches to create
safety through community
connections. Operating under
the slogan of “return to front
porches,” Green Chairs was
launched at Feedom Freedom
Growers in Detroit’s east side
Jefferson Chalmers neighborhood in 2019 and encourages
people to think back to the
days when neighbors sat on
their front porches to look
out for one another, keep an
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eye on the block, and create
a strong social fabric in the
community. Green Chairs
envisions a city where people
create ways of keeping each
other safe and dealing with
harm at a neighborhood
level instead of relying on
surveillance cameras and
police. In public discussions
of the project, organizer
Myrtle Curtis-Thompson
has said, “There has not
been one person I’ve talked
to about Green Chairs, Not
Green Lights who hasn’t said,
‘I want to hear more. That
sounds wonderful. We need
more of that.”

Myrtle Thompson-Curtis facilitates a workshop on Green Chairs Not Green Lights at
Feedom Freedom Growers in Sept. 2019. Photo: Green Light Black Futures Coalition.
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soCial JusTicE
and EquIty mAkE
ComMunitIeS sAfe

“Safety is
for the most
marginalized
people to
determine in
any group.”

When asked to define safety,
out of 177 responses, 21
responses (11.9%) stressed
that measures of safety
should include every member
of our society, especially those
who have been historically
marginalized because of
race, gender, class, and /
or queer identity. In one
community member’s
words, “Safety is for the
most marginalized people to
determine in any group.” Some
participants took this further,
suggesting that collective
safety requires individuals to
actively combat systems of
bias and oppression.
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What does safety mean to you?

“sAFetY meAnS pRoviDinG aN

eQuaL anD JuSt
socIetY foR alL,
whIch meAns AcknoWledGing
thE syStemS of BiasEs thAt
plAce pEopLe of ColOr aT a
disAdvAntaGe. iT meanS noT onLy
AcknoWlEDginG iT bUt acTivEly
coMbaTinG iT in A rEactiVe mOde
oF acTioN bUt AlsO bUilDing nEw
anD juSt sysTems iN a ProTectiVe
moDe oF acTion.”
Survey Respondent
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nEw MeaSurEs
oF saFetY

“Mutual aid focuses on
helping people get what
they need right now, as
we work to get to the
root causes of these
problems.”
Dean Spade,
author of Mutual Aid

The Green Light Black
Futures Community
Safety Survey
shows that future
conversations around
what safety is, how
safety is measured,
and how to better
support safety for
the community have
to be informed by the
importance of human
relationships, policing
alternatives, and
questions of social
justice.
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These survey responses
show community members
understand and value safety
in a very different way than
the limited framing of policing
and crime rates. Because
crime data exists to justify
surveillance technology and
policing it does not measure
human infrastructure like
personal relationships and
mutual aid, physical infrastructure like community
spaces and good lighting, or
larger questions of social
justice: the things that make
us all safer. These true forms
of safety are not only left
out of the way that safety is
often evaluated by the Detroit
Police Department, the city,
and law enforcement, they
are directly threatened by
surveillance, and particularly
by biometric technology like
facial recognition.
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poLicE
suRVeiLlAnce
ThrEateNs CivIl
riGhtS
As the number of PGL
locations has grown
in spite of community
concerns, the city has
also invested tens of
millions of dollars in
software platforms
for facial recognition,
surveillance data
analytics, and social
media surveillance,
as well as automated
license plate readers,
hi-tech traffic cameras,
vehicle recognition
sensors, audio
devices to detect
gunfire, cameras for
helicopters, and other
surveillance hardware
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that feed into the Real
Time Crime Center
(RTCC).
These moving parts make it
hard to calculate the total
cost of Detroit’s surveillance
infrastructure, but a rough
estimate based on available
city contracts adds up to over
$30 million since 2014.
PGL’s power comes from the
RTCC. Researchers from the
Electronic Frontier Foundation
likened the city’s surveillance
system to a “nervous system
belonging to a monstrous
organism.” The thousands of
cameras for PGL serve as
“the eyes, ears, nose, and
fingertips,” which send information back to the RTCC, “its
never-sleeping surveillance
brain.”

$326

Police spending dwarfs
spending on other
crucial city services
that cultivate safety,
like healthcare,
housing, lighting,
and recreation.

MILLION

$24 $23
POLICE

MILLION

MILLION

HOUSING +
REVITALIZATION

RECREATION

$17 $12.5
MILLION

MILLION

PUBLIC
LIGHTING

HEALTH
DEPT

These figures represent budget allocations from the city’s General Fund, which
shows how much the city planned to spend on each department for the 2022 fiscal
year. They do not reflect total expenditures, which vary based on supplemental
funding from county, state, and federal agencies. Source: City of Detroit, FY
2023-2026 Four-Year Financial Plan.

This runaway spending shows
a commitment to expanding
the police state in Detroit
without regard for civil rights
or any evidence that such
massive investments have
actually made the city safer.
Worse yet, Mayor Duggan and
DPD have proposed using $7.5
million in federal COVID relief
funding to expand the controversial ShotSpotter gunfire
detection program throughout

the city, another $1.5 million to
renew system software, and
an undisclosed amount for
vehicle recognition cameras.
Reports from Chicago have
shown that ShotSpotter has
not curbed gun violence,
but has led to police using
discriminatory stop-and-frisk
and excessive force in Black
communities, including the
fatal police shooting of 13year-old Adam Toledo in 2021.
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Facial recognition technology
often misidentiﬁes people,
especially Black faces. Robert
Williams, pictured below, was
wrongfully arrested by DPD in
2020 because of a faulty facial
recognition match.

In spite of the $30
million plus that the City
of Detroit has invested
in its surveillance
infrastructure since
2014, surveillance
has not been proven
to prevent, solve, or
reduce crime.
It has, however, criminalized
Black Detroiters and transferred public resources to
DPD and private corporations
with little oversight or
protections for civil rights.
This massive investment in
surveillance is dangerous for
Detroiters on multiple levels.
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When combined with
facial recognition
technology, PGL
disproportionately
targets, misidentifies,
and criminalizes Black
people.
Former police chief James
Craig himself admitted facial
recognition misidentifies
people “96% of the time.”
Misidentification has led to
the wrongful arrests of at
least two Black men (Robert
Williams and Michael Oliver)
in Detroit based on false
identifications. “I lost my job
and my car; my whole life
had to be put on hold,” Oliver
explained in statements to
the media. “That technology
shouldn’t be used by police.”

Detroiters have
reported that the
arrival of PGL cameras
has increased police
harassment in
working-class Black
neighborhoods—
particularly in
areas primed for
gentrification.
The hyper-policing and
surveillance of these neighborhoods make it hard “for
any young Black person to
walk down the street, let
alone realize their dreams,”
Detroiter Lloyd Simpson
wrote in 2021.
Police surveillance has
historically been weaponized against civil rights

activists, including the mass
movements that emerged in
2020. “They’ve got cameras
everywhere, they’ve got
facial recognition technology,
it makes it very intimidating”
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and “keep[s] people from
being politically active,” Brian
Silverstein, an organizer with
Detroit Will Breathe told us.
While cameras make some
Detroiters feel safer in their
neighborhoods, this investment in surveillance has
come at the expense of Black
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and brown Detroiters and is
being driven by white businesses downtown and not
the interests of the people.
“It is Downtown Detroit on
the rebound,” attorney David
Robinson explained to us,
“the politics are there, so the
hell with civil rights.”

“iT iS DoWntoWn
deTroIt oN thE
rEbouNd...tHe
PolitIcS arE tHerE,
David Robinson, attorney
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cRiMe dAta doEsn’T
MeaSurE sAFety
Crime data is
not objective
Despite all of the wideranging ways that
community members
define safety, and
all of the ways that
Detroiters describe
feeling unsafe and
threatened by Project
Green Light and other
forms of surveillance,
the city and the DPD
continue to make
narrow claims that
Project Green Light is
‘working’ based only
on vague references to
crime rates; claims that
cannot be fact-checked
or proven.

52

When they say “crime is
down'' or refer to “crime
rates,” are they talking about
the number of arrests, or
the amount of convictions?
Which category of crimes are
they referring to? Are these
just crimes at Project Green
Light locations? If more
crimes are being reported
because of constant surveillance, and more arrests are
made, doesn’t this actually
increase the rate of crime and
make the crime rate go up?
In 2020, researchers in the
Department of Criminology at
Michigan State University tried
to analyze these variables,
but even they were not able
to prove that PGL had any
significant impact on arrest
or conviction rates.

“The findings on the impact on
crime trends are difficult to
interpret. We did not find
clear and consistent indications
of crime declines associated with
Project Green Light participation.”
“Project Greenlight Detroit: Evaluation Report.” Circo et al, 2020.

The only type of crime the
MSU report states as having
a higher rate of arrests for
these crimes, at PGL versus
non-PGL locations (38.2%
versus 18.7%) was carjackings. Because of these
factors, the authors state
that, regarding crime in the
city overall: “The findings on
the impact on crime trends
are difficult to interpret.
We did not find clear and
consistent indications of
crime declines associated
with PGLD participation.”
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Crime data
perpetuates
systemic
racism
Why are we relying on
crime data to tell us
if we are safe in the
first place? We are
all so used to the idea
that crime rates are
an objective measure
of safety in our
communities, but crime
data has not always
been used this way.

The use of crime data
became popular in the 1960s
and 1970s, during the height
of the Civil Rights and Black
Power movements. As cities
and urban communities were
becoming more populated
by Black and brown people,
crime data was used to
describe conditions of safety,
and to manage cities from a
distance. This put responsibility for safety in the hands
of governments and police,
instead of communities on
the ground.
Elizabeth Hinton and Khalil
Gibran Muhammad have both
written about how crime data
and other statistics have
been used, historically, to
characterize Black people
as a danger to public safety.
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“Violent crime rates in the nation’s
biggest cities are generally
understood as a reflection of the
presence and behavior of the
black men, women, and children
who live there.”
Khalil Gibran Muhammad

The use of crime data feeds
into the false narrative of
Black criminality that is used
to justify the over-policing of
Black communities, and leads
to the overrepresentation
of Black people within the
prison population. Spread
by police, politicians, media,
and popular culture, these
narratives pose Black people
as dangerous. This lets
police departments justify
ever-growing budgets,
framed as investments in
public safety, despite how
brutality and violence carried
out by police unevenly impact
and target Black and brown
people. More policing leads
to more arrests and higher
crime rates, which leads to
more policing, and technologies like Project Green Light.
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Crime data can’t be trusted
Crime data is collected
by the police, who have
an interest in proving
that policing is effective
in reducing crime.

Crime data is used to
determine department
funding and promotions, and
to support political careers,
as was just demonstrated by
former Detroit police chief
James Craig in his failed
attempt to run for governor.
It is important to keep these
factors in mind when police
departments present crime
data as evidence of increased
safety in cities. Even the FBI
warns that crime data should
not be relied on as a measure
of safety.
Crime data is a distorted
representation: it supports
racist policing practices, and
the racist characterization of
Black people and communities
as criminal and dangerous.
Crime data itself is a form of
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Crime data is a distorted
representation: it supports
racist policing practices, and
the racist characterization of
Black people and communities
as criminal and dangerous.
violence, because it results
in over-policing, criminalization, and the diversion of
resources that could be put
to better use addressing the
root causes of violence. The
narrative of crime data perpetuates the idea that safety
can only be provided through
policing, and ignores all of the
meaningful forms of safety
that are created by community
members, on their own terms.
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ConClusIoN
Policing and
surveillance are
funded at the expense
of public safety in the
city of Detroit.
As continued acts of police
violence around the nation
have fueled the growth
of the Black Lives Matter
movement, Detroiters have
organized against the harms
of policing and the expansion
of surveillance in the city.
While Detroit police, city
officials, and mainstream
media have tried to alienate
activists and silence criticism
of Project Green Light and
police violence, younger
generations of Detroiters
have built upon the legacies
of the Civil Rights and Black
Power movements to demand
an end to police violence by
investing time and energy
into their neighborhoods
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and communities, and
developing alternative forms
of public safety. Like their
activist elders, Detroiters
have adopted a range of
approaches to organizing for
community safety, including
policy advocacy, direct action
protest, mutual aid efforts, and
community-based alternatives
to policing.
The Safety Survey data shows
that long-time Detroiters know
better than anyone what
they need to feel safe in their
neighborhoods—and it isn’t
more police surveillance.
If city officials are really
interested in public safety,
it’s time they start listening
to Detroiters and investing
in communities who have
shown the collective capacity
to envision and create a safe
and vibrant city.

If city officials are
really interested
in public safety,
it’s time they
start listening
to Detroiters
and investing in
communities who
have shown the
collective capacity
to envision and
create a safe and
vibrant city.
59

7

rEcomMendAtiOnS
For pOlICing and
ciTy GoverNmEnT
City officials should defund and discontinue support for the Real Time Crime
Center, Project Green Light, and other
parts of the Detroit Police Department’s
surveillance infrastructure.
City Council should terminate all contracts
with private surveillance companies,
including but not limited to: Motorola
Solutions, DataWorks Plus, and ShotSpotter.
City Council should adopt the provisions
of the Detroiters Bill of Rights proposed
by the Charter Revision Commission in
2020, including demilitarizing the police,
restricting the use of surveillance technologies owned and operated by public
agencies in Detroit including the police,
and restructuring the Board of Police
Commissioners to reflect true accountability to the community.
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Green Light Black Futures members and supporters march through Corktown
during a Sept. 2019 Black Brunch action where organizers called for divesting
from surveillance and investing in real sources of community safety like foreclosure prevention, employment, and water affordability. Photo: Green Light Black
Futures Coalition.

City Council should create and fund
community response teams so that
wellness checks, substance use, and
mental health issues do not get dispatched
through DPD.
City Council should invest in services that
preserve and increase the quality of life
of residents, such as clean and affordable
drinking water, a strong school district,
food accessibility, permanently affordable
housing, reliable and accessible public
transportation, and public health initiatives.
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foR CoMmuNiTY
MembErs
If you are a manager or leader in your
workplace or organization, prioritize the
creation of training opportunities for
employees and members that address
crisis de-escalation and conflict resolution.
If you are an employee, demand the need
for this kind of training in your workplace.
Establish crisis and emergency response
plans within your workplace, school,
church congregation, apartment building,
or non-profit that prioritizes conflict
de-escalation, open communication, and
addressing the needs of those in conflict,
without calling the police.
Get involved with organizations, like the
Detroit Safety Team and the Metro Detroit
Restorative Justice Network, that work
with transformative and restorative justice
frameworks and apply these modes of
non-violent resolution in the community.
Reach out to your neighbors to talk about
the dangers of surveillance and police
brutality, and establish a plan for how to
deal with conflict in your neighborhood.
Do not enroll in Project Green Light. If
you own a business, property, or lead
an organization, talk to your customers,
residents, congregants and other
community members to find alternative
ways to keep your location safe.
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foR jOurnALisTs
and ResEarchErs
Investigate relationships between surveillance operations and civilian complaints
of police misconduct in Detroit. The 2021
McArthur Justice Center report on
ShotSpotter in Chicago could be used as a
model for this kind of inquiry.
Give equitable attention to community
concerns about surveillance. Use your
work to amplify the voices of community
organizers who are creating safe neighborhoods without relying on surveillance,
policing, and incarceration.
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aCkNowledGemeNts
The work of
challenging police
violence and, by
extension, resisting
the pervasive
surveillance of
Black and brown
neighborhoods always
starts in communities,
and has been ongoing
in Detroit for decades.
The fight against police
brutality and the evolving
technologies of policing is
a central pillar of the Black
Radical Tradition that must
be informed and led by the
experiences of communities
who are most deeply impacted
by policing and criminalization.
The authors of this report
want to acknowledge
the labor, creativity, and
leadership of everyone who
contributed to the Green
Light Black Futures coalition
while it was active, especially
in the coalition’s dedication to
political education work and
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the creation and dissemination of the Community Safety
Survey that is featured in this
report.
We thank the organizers and
activists who contributed
statements or interviews to
this report, including Shea
Howell, Philip Mayor, Rodd
Monts, David Robinson,
Eric Williams, and Brian
Silverstein. We also thank
Piper Carter, Dr. Gloria
Aneb House, Nancy Parker,
Myrtle Thompson-Curtis, Kim
Sherrobi, Amanda Hill, Angel
McKissick, PG Watkins, and
Rumi Weaver for their participation in listening sessions
and feedback that helped
shape this report. Lastly, we
offer special acknowledgement to the work of Tawana
Petty, the Detroit Community
Technology Project, and
the countless activists,
journalists, educators, and
community members who
are committed to ending
police brutality and surveillance culture.

“Malcolm X lauded
the importance of the
grassroots, as evinced in
his famous (1963) ‘Message
to the Grassroots’ speech
in Detroit. Lost in the latest
media frenzy over police
brutality are the hundreds
of grassroots organizations
that have been doing the
work, are doing the work,
and will continue to do
the work long after the
#hashtags and the emails
and the Twitters have
faded and reporters and
editors have moved on to
the next ‘Big Thing.’”
Ron Scott, “How to End Police Brutality,” 2015.
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WanT to GeT inVolvEd?
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ACLU of Michigan

www.aclumich.org

Detroit Coalition
Against Police
Brutality

www.facebook.com/groups/dcapb

Detroit Coalition for
Police Transparency
and Accountability

www.detroitcpta.org

Detroit Community
Technology Project

www.detroitcommunitytech.org

Detroit Justice
Center

www.detroitjustice.org

Detroit Safety Team

www.redefinesafety.org

Detroit Will Breathe

www.detroitwillbreathe.info

Divest/Invest
Coalition

www.detroitjustice.org/just-cities-lab

Feedom Freedom
Growers

www.facebook.com/feedomfreedom

Green Chairs Not
Green Lights

www.greenchairsnotgreenlights.org/

James and Grace
Lee Boggs Center to
Nurture Community
Leadership

www.boggscenter.org

Metro Detroit
Restorative Justice
Network (MDRJN)

www.metrodetroitrj.org

DeTroiTers
WanT tO

WhAt PeopLe, ReSouRCes or
sErviCes arE NeedEd iN YoUR
neiGhBorHoOD To iNCreaSe
YoUR FeEliNg of SafeTy?

What
DoES
saFetY
MeAn
tO
YoU?

